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Role and Responsibilities of the Governor General 


Introduction 


Canada is a constitutional monarchy. Basically, that type of government means 
that the laws which govern Canada (the Constitution) recognize Queen Elizabeth I! as 
Canada's Head of State. 


The Canadian Constitution dates back to Confederation. In 1867, the British 
Parliament passed the British North America Act, the founding document of Canada as 
an independent nation. Drafted by Canadians who became known as the Fathers of 
Confederation, the document stated that "The Executive Government and Authority of 
and over Canada is hereby declared to continue and be vested in the Queen”. 


In 1982, the Canadian Parliament passed the Constitution Act, 1982, which provided, 
for the first time in our country's history, a way of "amending" or changing the 
Constitution without having to obtain the approval of the British Parliament each time a 
change was required. This "patriation" or "bringing home" of the Canadian 
Constitution did not alter The Queen's status in Canada as Head of State. Her 
personal representative in Canada remains the Governor General, whose powers and 
authorities are detailed in the "Letters Patent Constituting the Office of the Governor 
General of Canada" (1 October 1947). 


As in many constitutional monarchies, there is a clear separation in roles between the 
Head of State and the Head of Government. Canada's Head of State is The Queen 
who is represented by the Governor General. The Governor General is appointed by 
The Queen on the advice of the Canadian Prime Minister; Canada's Head of 
Government is the Prime Minister who is an elected representative. 


The Themes of the Governor General 


The Office of the Governor General includes a number of responsibilities which are 
constitutional and traditional in nature. Basically, these responsibilities fall under six 
major themes: The Crown in Canada, Canadian Sovereignty, Recognition 
of Excellence, National Identity, National Unity and Moral Leadership. 
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The Governor General fulfills a number of obligations associated with The Crown in 
Canada (the legal entity which embodies the government). The Parliament of 
Canada is made up of three elements -- The Queen, an appointed Upper House 
called the Senate, and an elected Lower House called the House of Commons. The 
consent of all three elements is needed for the passage of legislation. The Queen, 
represented by the Governor General or an appointed deputy, gives "Royal Assent" to 
bills passed by the House of Commons and the Senate, thereby establishing the bills 
as Acts of Parliament (the laws of Canada). The Governor General also summons, 
prorogues (ends a session) and dissolves Parliament (ends Parliament until a new 
one is sworn in after an election); delivers the Speech from the Throne at the opening 
of sessions (outlining the government's plans for legislation); signs State documents 
(documents requiring and authorizing particular appointments and actions) such as 
Orders-in-Council, commissions and pardons; and presides over the swearing-in of 
the Prime Minister, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Canada, Cabinet 
Ministers and many other members of the Privy Council. 


By constitutional convention, the Governor General has the right to be consulted, to 
encourage and to warn. One of the Governor General's most important 
responsibilities is to ensure that Canada always has a Prime Minister. Should this 
position become vacant through death, resignation, parliamentary stalemate or party 
dissension, the Governor General must identify a replacement. © 


In addition to the above responsibilities, the Governor General receives The Queen 
and other members of the Royal Family on Royal visits to Canada. 


The theme Canadian Sovereignty includes duties which reinforce the concept of 
Canada at home and abroad as a sovereign (independent) and unified country. As 
well as receiving visiting Heads of State and foreign dignitaries in Canada, the 
Governor General makes State visits to foreign countries. State visits by the Governor 
General are an important instrument of Canadian foreign policy and an effective 
means by which to further Government Dc on economic, cultural, industrial or 
humanitarian affairs. 


The Governor General is also Commander-in-Chief of the Canadian Armed Forces. 

As such, the Governor General works with the Department of National Defence to carry 
out a number of other military ceremonial duties. The Governor General also receives 
Letters of Credence of newly-appointed Ambassadors to Canada and Letters of 
Commission of High Commissioners to Canada (both types of Letters are formal 
accreditation papers). 
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Another important theme is the Recognition of Excellence through honours. In the 
national context, "honours" are defined as orders, decorations and medals granted or 
awarded by the Governor General on behalf of The Queen. 


Honours are considered the highest distinctions Canada can bestow. In addition, they 
are seen as a strong force for national identity, unity and pride. Appointments to 
Orders and awards of decorations and medals are always on the advice of special 
Councils or Committees. The Canadian Honours System currently comprises two 
orders, five decorations and six medals which recognize achievement, bravery or 
exemplary service over a broad range of activity. 


Appointment to the Order of Canada is the highest honour for service or achievement 
that Canada bestows on its citizens. The Governor General is Chancellor and 
Principal Companion of the Order of Canada. As Chancellor of the Order of Military 
Merit, the Governor General recognizes exceptional merit and service by members of 
the Canadian Armed Forces, both Regular and Reserve. The Governor General also 
awards the Decorations for Bravery to citizens who have risked their lives to save or 
protect others. 


Outside of the Canadian Honours System, the Governor General encourages the 
pursuit of excellence by Canadians in other ways. A number of trophies and prizes for 
achievements in such disciplines as the arts, social sciences, humanities and sports 
are awarded in the name of the Governor General -- the Stanley Cup for professional 
hockey and the Governor General's Literary Awards for books by Canadian authors, 
illustrators and translators are two such examples. As well, the Governor General's 
Academic Medal is awarded annually to students who have achieved scholastic 
excellence at high school, college and university levels. 


The Canadian Heraldic Authority promotes national identity. "Armorial bearings” or 
coats of arms are expressions of authority, ownership and identity -- they express our 
history, geography and character through rich and powerful symbols. In keeping with 
the ancient practice that heraldry (the study, use and regulation of coats of arms) flows 
from The Queen, the Governor General heads the Canadian Heraldic Authority. Since 
its creation in 1988, the Authority has granted arms to corporations, governments, 
academic, cultural and religious institutions as well as individuals. 


The many social and traditional duties of the Governor General help heighten the 
nation's awareness of national identity and of Canada's cultural richness and diversity. 
The Governor General attends aboriginal and ethnic events and participates in a wide 
range of cultural programs. 
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Other activities include receiving Canadians from every walk of life. The Governor 
General meets the general public at the annual New Year's Levee and the summer 
Garden Party, and officiates at numerous events, including presentations of awards 
and prizes, openings of buildings (such as the new Canadian Museum of Civilization), 
and the unveiling of works of art and plaques. In addition, the Governor General 
participates in regional and national celebrations such as Canada Day and 
Remembrance Day. 


Travel is an essential activity, and an effective means by which to promote national 
unity. The Governor General visits the provinces and the territories on a regular 
basis, meeting with the Lieutenant-Governors (The Queen's provincial 
representatives), participating in events ranging from international conferences to civic 
receptions, giving speeches and interviews, dedicating public buildings such as 
schools and hospitals and participating in events held by the organizations of which 
the Governor General is Patron of Honour. 


The Governor General demonstrates moral leadership through association with 
numerous national service organizations, youth groups and humanitarian endeavours. 
For example, the Governor General is Chief Scout of Canada, Honorary President of 
the Canadian Red Cross Society and Patron of many organizations and events. 


~ On taking office (at a ceremony usually held in the Senate Chamber), the Governor 
General is accorded the title "Right Honourable" for life, and "His Excellency" or “Her 
Excellency" for the period in office. The Governor General's spouse is also given the 
title "Excellency". The period in office has no fixed term and the Governor General 
remains in office until a successor is appointed and installed. 


The Governor General has two official residences -- Rideau Hall in Ottawa and La 
Citadelle in Québec City. The Governor General's personal standard flies whenever 
the incumbent is in residence, and takes precedence over all other flags in Canada, 
except The Queen's Canadian flag. The standard is dark blue with, at its centre, a 
crowned lion carrying a red, stylized maple leaf in its right paw. The symbol of the lion 
also appears on the crest of Canada's Arms. 


The tradition of choosing Canadians as Governors General began in 1952 with the 
appointment of Vincent Massey followed by the appointment of Georges Vanier in 

1959. At the same time, a custom of alternating persons from English and French- 
speaking backgrounds developed. 
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The Right Honourable Jeanne Sauvé (Governor General 1984-1990) was the first 
woman named to the post. 

His Excellency the Right Honourable Ramon John Hnatyshyn was appointed 


Governor General of Canada on 6 October 1989 and was sworn into office on 
29 January 1990. He is the twenty-fourth Governor General since Confederation. 
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